
























































































































































in many instances, left behind memories of mistreatment and
insensitivity.

With the San Antonio hearing there was a breakthrough for Mexican
Americans who have felt neglected, if not persecuted, in the past by
their Government. They had been studied many times before San
Antonio, but at the hearing, for the first time on a national platform,
the problems of the Mexican American were explored not only in the
general sense but also in the specific.

The obvious challenges of discrimination in employment, competition
of cheap labor from Mexico, inadequate education, police harassment,
and cultural conflicts were again aired with a monotonous consistency,
but there was a difference. This time the investigators talked face to
face with members of the ‘“‘establishment’ involved in the areas
indicated above and the Commission dealt in precise names, organiza-
tions, and systems accused of insensitivity toward the Mexican
American.

The hearing did not end in a tone of: “Look, we’ve got problems
and something must be done.” Instead, it ended saying in effect:
“‘Look, these people and these situations are keeping us back and this
has to be done.”

Something else very valuable came out of the hearing—an under-
scoring of the gravity of the problems that are now bubbling to the
surface in the Mexican American community. Only the most insensitive
spectator could miss the sense of urgency of the problems of the Mexi-
can Americans and the realization that delay in reaching solutions
could only exacerbate those problems.

Following the hearing, though not necessarily because of it, the
State of Texas appropriated money for its first bilingual education pro-
gram, passed a minimum wage law for farm workers, raised the ceiling
on money to be made available for welfare benefits, and enacted legisla-
tion to prevent confiscation of property outright for a missing delin-
quent house payment.

The hearing represented another step in a trend toward understand-
ing of the Mexican American which started a few years ago. The crea-
tion of the Inter-Agency Committee on Mexican American Affairs in
June of 1967, by President Lyndon B. Johnson, showed a growing
awareness by Washington of the Spanish-speaking population.

Making the Committee a permanent agency under President Nixon
further indicated that the National Government recognized that the
Mexican American had unique problems that required separate con-
sideration from the seat of power.

The formation of the Southwest Council of La Raza and the Mexican
American Legal Defense and Education Fund with the help of Ford
Foundation money showed that the private sector was also interested.
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But what probably has most warmed the Mexican American to el
gobierno is the Government’s growing concern for the uneducated and
rural Mexican American.

Congress’ refusal to extend the bracero program was a significant vic-
tory for the Mexican American farm workers who claimed braceros
were taking jobs away from them.

The Federal Government’s funding of the California Rural Legal
Assistance through the Office of Economic Opportunity was further
proof that Washington cared about Mexican Americans, who comprise
about 67 percent of the State’s agriculture workers.

The CRLA was founded on the philosophy that the poor, like the
rich, are entitled to good lawyers who take the time to serve their
needs.

Mexican American farm workers who, with their fellow black and
Anglo colleagues, are the only major occupational group excluded from
unemployment insurance coverage and other federally conferred bene-
fits such as collective bargaining leg1slat10n, had now someone to
represent them in court.

At least technically, the Mexican American farm worker could now
defend himself not only from powerful growers but from the Govern-
ment itself.

As for education, the passing of the Bilingual Education Act of 1967
recognized the absurdity of punishing children for speaking Spanish in
the school grounds.

It also showed that the time would come when the knowledge of a
second language would become an asset instead of a liability.

A stirring has occurred in the Mexican American community itself.
New groups are emerging, older ones are moving in new directions.
There is a sense of mobility, typified by expressions of solidarity and
demands for change. Not untypical of the mood was the gathering,
several months after the San Antonio hearing, of some 1,000 Mexican
Americans in Del Rio, Texas, to protest the termination of a
VISTA program.

The hearing can be described as a piece of a mosaic, and it provided
the groundwork for an even better understanding by the Government of
the Mexican American. The information from the hearing was also ex-
tremely valuable in the comprehensive studies on Mexican American
education and the administration of justice in the Southwest under-
taken by the Commission.

So stark was the picture of the Mexican American in the Southwest
drawn by the words of the witnesses, so evident was the need for addi-
tional resources, that the Commission subsequently approved the
conversion of its temporary field office in San Antonio to a permanent
installation.



Despite all this, and because change takes time, those attending the
hearing could easily come to the conclusion that Mexican Americans
have been victims of fraud.

Much of the testimony showed how Mexican Americans have been
cheated of things most Americans take for granted: their right to their
language, their culture, their color.

This was perhaps most poignantly expressed when Commissioner
Hector P. Garcia asked Irene Ramirez, a San Antonio high school girl,
whether she wanted to have ‘“‘nice things.”

“Of course,”” answered Irene, ‘“‘but from the very beginning we are
taught . . . I mean, this is an impossible dream.”

“What is impossible, dear?”’ Garcia asked.

“Going to college and achieving something . . . ,”” she answered.

This exchange dramatized to those attending the hearing that
though lip service has always been paid to the theory that Mexican
Americans ‘“are like any other Americans,” in reality they are not.

The hearing showed that the Mexican American has been made to
feel negatively about his Mexican background—to the point where
even the word ‘“Mexican’ has become a liability.

As a result, Mexican Americans have tried to assimilate into Anglo
society as quietly as possible. Some have succeeded. But, if the testi-
mony is to be believed, the attempt at assimilation has failed for too
many.

The feeling among activist Mexican Americans—who prefer to
call themselves Chicanos—is that Spanish-speaking people should
resist any attempt to become American at the expense of their language
and culture.

Chicanos also emphasize that assimilation for assimilation’s sake
has been oversold and that it must be learned once and for all that you
can’t turn a brown child into a white child through patriotic rhetoric.

The hearing may also have helped kill the myth that with time
Mexican Americans will assimilate as have the Irish, Italians, Polish,
and other ethnic groups. This argument crumbles with the obvious
fact that the United States and Mexico share a 1,800-mile open border,
and not an ocean as do the United States and Ireland.

The influence of Mexico on the Mexican American will continue as
long as Mexico is there.

The Americanization of the Mexican American has too often meant
that he must shun his background and assume a ridiculous role of
being what has been described as a ‘“‘tanned Anglo”’.

The hearing may have helped bring home an obvious historical fact:
Mexicans are not strangers to this land, especially in the Southwest.
They are indigenous to it.

The hearing may have focused a growing feeling among Mexican
Americans. That is, that they understand the importance of becoming
Anglicized but that in the process they insist that Anglos become
Mexicanized, if the melting pot theory of America is to have value.
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